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To Widad, my wife, love of my life, who inspired me to write this book and who is with me every step of the way.

RIDING THE SPIRIT BUS
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“Ahad’s metaphoric journey vividly evokes the spiritual awakening that exploded in the 
’60s. He writes with humor, 
insight, and a compass needle aimed at Truth. His love is magnanimous, his 
recollections are luminous, and his prose is visionary. He has a gift for 
transmitting gems of wisdom embedded in personal parables.”
RAMESHWAR DAS, 
COAUTHOR WITH RAM DASS 
OF BE LOVE NOW, 
POLISHING THE MIRROR, AND 
BEING RAM DASS
“A wonderful telling of an awakening life dedicated to manifesting loving kindness and compassion throughout life’s changing conditions. Through Ahad’s 
journey we meet many great teachers and experience firsthand living in spiritual 
community.”
PIR SHABDA 
KAHN, SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR OF THE SUFI 
RUHANIAT INTERNATIONAL AND 
COAUTHOR OF PHYSICIANS OF THE HEART

 
There are some things which cannot be learned quickly, and time, which is all we have, must be paid heavily for their acquiring. They are the very simplest things and because it takes a man’s life to know them the little that each man gets from life is very costly and the only heritage he has to leave.
ERNEST HEMINGWAY
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Frank Cobb at home, summer 1969, Towson, Maryland.
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1
SATSANG, SUMMER 1969
Jim pulled over to the side of the road to pick some flowers for his friend. All I knew was that this friend was a guy. When Jim came back to the car with an enormous gathering of goldenrod in his arms, I began to wonder what I was getting into. Giving flowers to guys was unheard of where I came from. This was the first inkling I had that my reality was about to change.
It was the summer of 1969. I was beyond dazed and confused. I had just graduated college, Phi Beta Kappa, magna cum laude, in drug psychosis—and I had no idea where I was going or what I was going to do other than physically remove myself from marijuana. I was lost and bewildered.
I had the good fortune to end up staying with my friend Jim Lytton in the summer house at his grandparents’ estate on the end of Long Island. Jim was an artist in the phase of emulating Jackson Pollock with a psychedelic twist. He would climb up on a ladder and dribble vivid luminous paints onto black-painted screens, creating abstract tangles that would glow in the dark under black light.
I was trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. I was agitated, restless, anxious, and depressed. My mind never stopped talking. My emotional body, hidden under the nonstop mental chatter, was traumatized, numb, and repressed with occasional outbursts of ecstasy. Inspiration came and went in fitful bursts.
Jim had studied with some guy who had come back from India. Jim practiced yoga. He had this habit of disappearing into his room every afternoon, only to emerge several hours later with a calm glow and faraway eyes. I asked him what he was doing.
“Meditating,” he said.
“What’s it like?”
“It’s more powerful than LSD.”
This definitely caught my interest.
I asked him if he would show me how to meditate. He instructed me to sit on the floor in a firm cross-legged posture, close my eyes, concentrate on the breath f lowing in and out of my body, put my attention on the tip of my nose, and be aware of breathing in and breathing out.
I sat down, closed my eyes, and tried my hardest to concentrate, but my body would not sit still. I tried this dutifully many times, but my body would spasm, jerk, jump, and twitch in time with my hyperactive mind. No matter how hard I tried, I could not sit still! Meditation did not come easily at first.
I was in need of getting out and doing something, but I had no car to go anywhere. I asked Jim if he wanted to go up to New Hampshire and climb some mountains.
“Let’s do it,” he said. “Oh, by the way, do you mind if we stop and 
visit someone on the way? My friend, Ram Dass, is living on his father’s estate 
in Franklin, New Hampshire.”
“Sure,” I told him, “Why not?”
Early one morning in June we took off and drove in peaceful silence up through New England.
It was when we were approaching Franklin that Jim pulled off to the side of the road, got out of the car, picked that enormous armload of goldenrod to give to his friend, and I found myself wondering about his gathering a bunch of flowers to bring to a guy. Hello?
We drove around the shores of Lake Franklin and then pulled up the long drive to a big white house sitting on top of a wooded hill. We were told that Ram Dass was in retreat in a little cabin behind the big house and was just finishing up an interview with a local radio station. Would we mind waiting?
After a while we were told that the interview was finished and Ram Dass would see us. We walked to a little cabin set apart from the main house. Jim carried the flowers in his arms. The door was open and we walked in. Sitting on the floor in the corner was a large man in a long white robe with a long graying beard and long frizzy hair falling down from a balding head—and the brightest eyes and the biggest smile I had ever seen.
Ram Dass instantly gave us a big smile of delight. The whole room lit up as if a very bright light had snapped on, filling it with white light. I had never seen anything like this. He was positively beaming at us! I didn’t have a concept for it at the time, but I knew that here was a being who was brighter than electricity, as bright as sunlight. He literally lit up the whole room!
His first words were, “Are you two coming to my yoga camp this summer?”
Of course, we said yes.
I disremember everything that was said that day, but I did notice that by his side were two stacks of books: a stack of holy books and a stack of Dr. Strange comic books. It was the Dr. Strange comic books that persuaded me that I could trust him.
That was my first meeting with Ram Dass, Baba Ram Dass at the time, formerly Richard Alpert, Ph.D., Harvard professor of psychology and psychedelic pioneer who, together with Timothy Leary, had gotten kicked out of Harvard for giving LSD to some students, who had gone to India and found God in the form of his guru, Neem Karoli Baba, also called Maharaj-ji, and was now back in the States, living in a little cabin on his father’s estate.
The yoga camp started in a few weeks. How I got back there without a car I don’t recall. But that’s what friends are for.
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I grew up in a godless family, a family in which God was not a living reality. We did not talk about God, remember God, thank God, or pray to God. We were a very smart family. We prized our intelligence highly. But we didn’t even think about God.
We did go to church on Sunday. We did say grace over food sometimes. But even that fell away in time.
When I was a kid I always wanted to know about God. God seemed so important that nobody ever talked about God, not even “God damn” or “God bless” except for once a week on Sunday. I went to Sunday school and was entertained and mystified by stories about Abraham and Moses and Jesus and a whole cast of colorful cartoon characters interacting with an invisible, omnipotent, omnipresent guy named God. I did love the songs about Jesus, but the gestalt of Sunday school on Sunday mornings remained an alternate reality that was never mentioned during the rest of the week.
God seemed like the Wizard of Oz, a big voice behind a curtain of clouds, booming out commandments, raining down blessings, and hailing down punishments. The people prosper—praise be to God! The people are destroyed—God is punishing the people! One thing was clear: obey the commandments God gives the people—or else! Don’t question authority.
Who is this God guy anyway? As a child it seemed to me that God was a concept to explain away everything that could not be explained otherwise—God did it!
As I grew older, Sunday school became Bible study and theological discussion. I came to the conclusion that God was a tautology—an inexplicable, unassailable concept that was used to explain everything that could not be explained in any other way. God created the universe—end of discussion. God did it, God willed it, God brought it forth—end of discussion.
I just could not comprehend who this God guy was.
I also came to the arrogant conclusion that I was smarter than all my Bible teachers, which proved that none of them knew what was going on.
The real disappointment in my religious upbringing was my First Communion, which was withheld until I had come of age (thirteen) and had undergone a lengthy communicants’ class in which I was asked to memorize and confess to believe in all sorts of incomprehensible assertions fossilized in the Nicene Creed. Not even in my youth could I believe “six impossible things before breakfast.” The reward for submitting to all this indoctrination was supposed to be Holy Communion, ingesting the Blood and Body of Christ, albeit symbolically. I was led to believe that this would be a significant, life-changing experience, a participation mystique. It was not. Nothing happened—nothing but a tiny plastic thimble half-full of tasteless grape juice, a stale cube of Wonder Bread. What is this shit anyway? Coca-Cola has more fizz than this!
I had great expectations but, I’m sorry, Jesus, I didn’t find you in church.
I went to Mr. Galloway, our minister, and said that I was very interested in finding out about God and pursuing spiritual wisdom, but I was not finding the answers I was looking for in Sunday school or church. I asked him to excuse me from going to his church. He gave me a robust blessing on my spiritual path and told me I did not have to go to church anymore. In response my father resigned as a deacon and stopped taking our family to church.
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Recurring dream . . .
I find myself on a long front staircase with a carved mahogany banister in a beautiful old house. I glide down the staircase without touching my feet to the steps, my hand hovering over but not touching the banister. It is as if my body is transmitted in a steady wave through the ether. At the bottom, the front door opens on a resplendent light, and I glide out into the eternal and infinite garden, the hidden garden . . .
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Ram Dass had just returned from a year in India with his guru Maharaj-ji, Neem Karoli Baba. His atmosphere was pervaded with ecstasy, bliss, and love. Ram Dass’s father had generously opened up his estate to the forty or so young people who came together that summer. We all camped in the woods and made a communal center, meditation hall, and kitchen in the barn. Ram Dass pretty much left the organization of the ashram (spiritual retreat) to evolve by itself, although we followed most of his suggestions. This was my introduction to karma yoga, the path of service. Cooking, cleaning, and housekeeping, done as selfless service, could be a path to God. It was also my introduction to kedgeree and chapattis, gently spiced rice and lentils eaten with flat bread.
Ram Dass himself stayed on retreat but came down once or twice a day to give darshan—long ecstatic and insightful talks—interspersed with kirtan, devotional chanting, and just generally hung out whenever he felt like it. Ram Dass, dressed all in white, prayer beads in hand, blissful smile on his face, would sit under a maple tree, with all of us gathered around him and give darshan. The word darshan means “seeing and being seen” by an aspect, form, or gaze of the divine. Millions of Hindus visit temples every day for the darshan of the enshrined deity, or sit at the feet of the guru having his darshan. For Ram Dass in India, this meant hanging out with Maharaj-ji. For me, darshan meant sitting with Ram Dass under the tree, hanging out, listening, chanting, meditating . . . and bathing in the grace of Maharaj-ji.
We were all immersed in a gentle, luminous, loving atmosphere as Ram Dass talked of God and his guru, of the pitfalls of the ego, and the bliss of awakening, the discourse flowing effortlessly from his mouth and hands and eyes. Ram Dass was brilliant—eloquent, intelligent, enlightening, and entertaining—a sit-down comedian telling stories about himself. At times, we would all close our eyes and meditate together, resting in the peace. At times, we would chant the names of God in mantric repetition leading to ecstasy.
Ram Dass’s talks that summer would form the basis of the book Be Here Now, which became a profound game-changer for many of my contemporaries.
This was all brand new to me. My mind eagerly soaked up the wisdom of India as my heart opened to the love flowing and the light of my soul began to awaken. Here was someone who could navigate all the levels of consciousness, from the most sublime to the most ridiculous. Here were people for whom God was a reality, a living reality! God was no more an empty word, a jaded concept, a lame excuse for authority. God is real and living among us and within us. God is the love that abides in our hearts. God is the light that shines in our eyes and in our souls. God is the knowing that knows itself as truth.
Every morning Ram Dass would come out dressed in yogi white robes, sit under a huge tree, and hold forth endlessly on God, Guru, and Self; in this path, all are equivalent. He was like a TV talk show host whose perpetual guests were God, Maharaj-ji, and himself. But he was no pompous pundit perched on mounds of books and pontificating. He was continually telling illuminating stories of Maharaj-ji and divine wonders. Equally, he might be telling self-deprecating stories about the pitfalls and pratfalls of his own neurotic ego. Of course, we all have neurotic egos, so we could all identify with him, even though he didn’t tell stories about anyone else but himself.
I would think, Hey, if this schlub can love and be loved by God, maybe I can too. I feel bad about what a mess I am, but Ram Dass is no better off. Maybe there is hope after all.
He would say he had the gift of Saraswati, the goddess of speech and 
learning. He also called himself Rent-a-mouth (Ram). “Out of my mouth comes the 
most sublime wisdom and the most mundane bullshit and the frightening thing is 
that I can’t tell the difference between them in the moment.”
Ram Dass had the most amazing ability to connect with soul. He was not talking to me or at me—he was speaking inside me, inside my heart-mind, answering questions I had not yet even asked. He seemed to be speaking to the inner questions and needs of each person present— not exactly reading our minds, but close enough.
On Sundays, people would come from hundreds of miles around, as well as from Franklin, to hear him speak. He would begin by welcoming everyone and talking about the most ordinary things, about the strangeness of seeing young people with long hair and beards, about social and political issues, telling jokes, and only gradually easing into spiritual matters, becoming more and more refined. I saw that he was listening to his audience rather than talking to his audience, speaking to the most basic concerns first, attuning and harmonizing the hearts, seducing us all with the sparkle of divine love and light.
Ram Dass’s darshan talks awoke vast areas of subtlety and awareness in me as he told stories of Maharaj-ji and holy people, quoting sacred writings, touching on personal, social, political, and intellectual issues, always returning to the peace of silence and the bliss of love. His talks were always spontaneous, which was amazing enough in itself to an expert student like me, trained in research and the careful preparation of arguments, thoughts for presentation. In high school I had even gone as far as making extensive lists of what I wanted to talk to my girlfriends about so that I wouldn’t be caught unprepared. Ram Dass was the first person I had heard who talked without preparation, directly from inspiration.
He never had any notes and seemed to have no fixed agenda, speaking from heart to heart, from mind to mind, and yet he could hold forth endlessly and brilliantly, keeping us enraptured until he led us into the bliss of kirtan and the peace of meditation. I was astounded that he needed no notes to speak from, no books to back him up, although his talks were peppered with pungent quotes from holy beings.
About the spiritual journey he said, “If it’s not fun, I don’t want to go.”
Dream . . .
Ram Dass comes on stage as Mullah Nasruddin, turban and patchwork robes, carrying an enormous pack the size of two double mattresses . . .
            He falls all over himself, tells bad jokes, goes through slapstick routines with a donkey, and imparts real wisdom . . .
Never once did he mention anything about money, about being paid for what he was doing, not even a “karmic exchange.” In fact, he was giving us all a place to pitch our tents and make our meals for the summer. In the Indian spiritual tradition, spiritual wisdom is a gift freely given and freely received. In other words, you can’t buy God and you can’t sell God. God-consciousness is a gift freely given through grace— Maharaj-ji’s grace, in this case.
Ram Dass always said that Maharaj-ji did everything, and Maharaj-ji always said that God did everything. So go figure. That’s the way I got it to begin with. My soul longed to know something that my shattered ego didn’t even know how to ask for, even what to ask for, and it was all given right in the beginning; it was all given by grace.
In the afternoons Ram Dass would retire to his cabin where he would continue to give darshan in the form of one-on-one meetings. These private interviews were very popular and well-attended. Most people there eagerly pursued opportunities for private interviews with Ram Dass in his cabin. I thought I should get in on this. I wanted to have this experience. But I was very shy. If I was going to meet Ram Dass one on one, I thought I had to have questions to ask him, the way I’d prepared topics to talk about with my high school girlfriends.
I would assemble my list of questions, a minimum of three, and head off for the cabin, holding my questions in mind lest I forget them. And every time, as I was walking across the sunny green lawn with my questions firmly held in my mind, I would hear Ram Dass’s voice answering each and every one of my questions briefly, eloquently, and completely, each and every time. All my questions were answered. I never even got halfway to the cabin. This must have happened a dozen times before I finally gave up on this strategy.
Blessed is the answer that uproots the question.
HAZRAT INAYAT 
KHAN
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Some of my friends on the spiritual path have had a strong sense of guidance. They have sought to find in this life the reflection, the embodiment, of something they knew to be true in the depth of their being: the divine presence. They had a burning love that drew them to seek God. I always admired their clarity and faith.
I lacked this inner certainty. I moved forward without knowing where I was going, motivated by the desire to relieve my existential suffering—although I lived so much in my mind that I was not in touch with my emotional suffering. I was all flavors of lonely, sad, and afraid, although I didn’t pay much attention to my feelings because I didn’t think I could do anything about them.
We are drawn to God through great suffering or great love. Most of us are drawn to God through great suffering because so few of us are capable of such a great love.
RAM DASS
Ram Dass here echoes the Bhagavad Gita (7:16), which says that everyone worships God to get something from God (relief from suffering or to gain wealth or knowledge) except for the “man of wisdom” who loves God. But it doesn’t matter, for all are drawn to God.
The essential methodology of the spiritual path that I received that summer was to quiet the mind, open the heart, and love each other: to quiet the mind through meditation, to open the heart through devotional chanting, and to love each other through serving each other. We were to love, serve, and remember God always and everywhere and in each being. This is not an achievement, something that can be accomplished and completed. This is a perpetual practice and an endless path.
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To judge a book by its cover, Maharaj-ji did not have the appearance of any guru I had seen in the media. He was lacking in movie star glamour: flowing white hair, long white beard, mellifluous voice, sweet incense, the whole nine yards. But what did I know? To judge by his pictures, Maharaj-ji was a fat, bald old man wrapped in a plaid blanket who sat on the ground and smiled or frowned or threw fruit at people. To judge by the stories Ram Dass told, he was enigmatic and unpredictable, appearing and disappearing at a whim. He could be as dense and still as a mountain or as light and swift as a bird. His body could change shape. Although he caused many temples to be built by devotees, he was not an institution in any way. He was totally free. He could not be confined by anyone or anything. Although he encouraged devotees to pursue meditation, chanting, hatha yoga, pranayama, holy books, and more, he was not a “spiritual teacher” in any sense of the word.
Apparently the main practice around Maharaj-ji was hanging out in his atmosphere of unconditional love, literally just sitting at Maharaj-ji’s feet all day, witnessing and participating in his lila, 
his love play, conversations, and interactions with his devotees. He was the 
living embodiment of Hanuman, the all-powerful monkey god, the servant of Ram, 
of God. His diaries were filled with one word, “Ram Ram Ram Ram Ram Ram Ram Ram 
. . .”
Apparently, what was so incredible about Maharaj-ji was that he demonstrated time and time again that he knew everything about you, down to your most private thoughts. You knew that he knew everything about you, and he loved you anyway. He loved you unconditionally and hung out with you and played with you. No one had ever experienced this kind of love. It was this atmosphere of unconditional love that Ram Dass brought to us: the unconditional love that he knew through devotion to his guru, which he called the path of guru yoga.
Love everyone. Feed everyone. Remember God always and everywhere.
NEEM KAROLI 
BABA, MAHARAJ-JI
This may sound simple, and it is—but it is not necessarily all that easy. It is a life path.
This all was way beyond the ability of my little mind to comprehend, but the love that I could feel was very real: the love, the joy, and the peace. In the courses I took in comparative religions we were encouraged to practice a temporary suspension of disbelief, a temporary suspension of judgment, in order to appreciate the experience of another belief system. If, as Ram Dass said, “Judgment is the greatest block to unconditional love,” I was ready to suspend my judgment, perhaps permanently.
It was a giant leap to occur in the space of a summer—from “God is a tautology” to “God is a living reality in each and every being.” I was surrounded by friends who loved God, and I wasn’t even sure God existed. This was way beyond my little mind. But my heart trusted the love I could feel and the light in their eyes, so I was happy to emulate and imitate this devotion to God and see what might happen. This, even as my mind remained skeptical and cynical. Maybe this was all just a contact high, just hype.
Maharaj-ji didn’t live in an ashram or a temple. He hung out and stayed with ordinary people. He was a householder baba. Later on, devotees would collect remembered stories of Maharaj-ji’s lila, his divine play, each one of which was remarkable if you really paid attention. He worked no big splashy miracles. But the impact of hundreds and hundreds of stories of everyday miracles demonstrated that this was no ordinary human being. Stories demonstrating “His Omniscience, His Omnipresence, His Omnipotence,” recollected by hundreds of people, expand the possibilities of human potential for divine reality.
Man is divine limitation. God is human perfection.
HAZRAT INAYAT 
KHAN
Maharaj-ji was that perfection living among us as an ordinary human being. Maharaj-ji was, as Ram Dass wrote, a miracle of love.
Maharaj-ji specifically told Ram Dass not to encourage any Westerners to come and seek him out in India. Many of my friends that summer ignored his admonition and left everything behind to be with Maharaj-ji. I was not among them.
[image: image]
Dream . . .
“Maharaj-ji is outside! Maharaj-ji is outside!”
                    I rush out-doors and come up behind an elevated stage. Great silence. I gather that his darshan is over and he is leaving . . .
        And then I see him, that little old man, gliding rapidly and silently away from the stage. Tremendous rush of much, much higher energy than I have ever experienced. I am weak, overwhelmed with emotion . . .
                He glides past me, looking upon me fiercely with total indifference and total compassion, total love. He says, “We keep meeting each other again and again,” and glides away 
. .
The words go straight to the gut center. He is saying, 
“Why keep chasing after me in this body when I am everywhere? Why keep refusing 
to meet me in everyone everywhere? When you see me in all and all in me, then I 
never leave you and you never leave me . . .”
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Satsang means keeping company (sangha) with seekers of truth (sat), hanging out in spiritual community. For me at the time, this meant sitting and singing. Kirtan (chanting divine names in satsang) was exhilarating and liberating for my heart and soul and voice. All of us were wide open to let the love in our hearts sing out in fullness. There was no inhibiting judgment or self-criticism because everyone was in it together. And if the chants were in Sanskrit, so much the better. My mind could not figure out what was going on. I could not relate to all the images of blue-skinned, green-skinned, multi-armed gods and goddesses, much less their mythologies. But I could definitely let all my vitality and longing pour forth in these ecstatic sacred chants.
The Sufis say that there are three types of music—vocal, instrumental, and dance—and that the source of all music is the voice because the voice is alive. I had not found my voice standing in the church congregation amid adults bellowing hymns out of tune. I had not found my voice pounding away on the piano nor strumming the guitar and trying to sing Bob Dylan songs. In singing to God, I was beginning to find my own voice.
One time we were chanting “Sri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram” with increasing fervor. I was getting carried away with enthusiasm, clanging away with fire on the finger cymbals. Ram Dass said softly between the lines, “I hear a little ego out there on the percussion.” I knew he was speaking to me and pulled back into a softer space.
The first mantra I ever heard came out of the blue. I was deeply absorbed in listening to the glorious saxophone of John Coltrane weaving dizzying arpeggios when suddenly the music stopped, the beat went on, and a deep throaty voice chanted, 
“A love supreme, a love supreme, a love supreme . . .”
At first, I thought that this was inane, just repeating three words over and over. After all I had been brought up on Protestant hymns with four-square chords that changed with every note and impressively wordy lyrics too complex to remember (hence the hymn books) and the poetic eloquence of popular music from Broadway to the blues, with a predictable structure of verse, chorus, verse, chorus, break, or some variation thereof. I was insulted! And yet “a love supreme” found a place in my heart, and I remembered it in my darkest moments.
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I’ve always been a sucker for beauty, specifically for female physical beauty. The highlight of my adolescent Sunday school classes—where I would arrogantly prove to myself again and again that I had a sharper intellect than anyone else present including my teachers—was the sunlight glistening on the shimmering nylon caressing the inner thigh of Jane Hendrickson, a cute, petite blonde who never said a word and captured my full attention every time she shifted in her seat and pulled down her short skirt. I was never seduced by makeup or stuck-up beauty queens. Nevertheless, beauty for me had always been physical and always female.
Now I was absolutely blown away by the beauty of all the serene shining faces and glowing eyes of all the young people who had gathered around Ram Dass. I was opening up to the luminous beauty of the soul. I was surrounded by incredibly beautiful, radiant beings, many of whom, including myself, would not have been worthy of love by my conditioned standards. But the beauty of the soul that shone forth in every body just blew me away. The cage of my mind opened up. My eyes in my heart were seeing souls shining for the first time.
All these beautiful people were really quite ordinary if not homely according to my previous standards—society’s standards—of physical beauty. There was one exception. Her name was Veda Rama. She had sparkling eyes, pale skin, long dark hair, and a playful, seductive manner. My little heart lusted after her though I did not dare approach. She was several years older, she had a young daughter, and I was a toad. While I lay down in a miserable pup tent, she camped out in a yellow Chevy van whose insides were draped in royal purple and gold. She was my carnal love fantasy that summer—but not a major obsession, as my mind was focused on liberation.
One of Ram Dass’s teaching threads was along these lines: “Desire creates the 
universe. Whatever you desire will manifest, sooner or later. God will give you 
whatever you desire. So be careful what you wish for—because you will get it.”
Well, this was news to me, especially as I was characteristically caught in a maze of frustrated desire. It was good news that I found very hard to believe. But since it came from such good authority, some- one my heart trusted, I decided to give it a chance, put God to the test, and see what happened. Knock, knock, Mister God, are you real?
So, I spoke to the God I didn’t really believe in but wanted to know better and said, “God, if this is true, I say to you that I want to be with this woman Veda Rama more than anything.” Of course, my deeper desire was to know whether God was real. I allowed my heart to desire an impossible dream. My mind remained neutral and skeptical. Humpf. This is just a test, nothing more. We’ ll see what happens. Or not.
And nothing at all happened that summer. When I left, I forgot all about my wish until, improbably, it surfaced years later in another time and another place, and I got what I asked for—my karmuppance.
Years later I also learned that Ram Dass had been the object of desire of my 
object of desire, and that Veda Rama had spent the entire summer sitting as 
close as she could to Ram Dass, passing her prayer beads through her fingers and 
repeating her fervent mantra, “Mrs. Ram Dass, Mrs. Ram Dass, Mrs. Ram Dass ”
But Veda Rama’s desire never came to pass. Or it came to pass in some other form. Go figure.
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I loved Ram Dass. I loved the satsang. I loved to chant and sing to God. I began to be able to touch a peace-filled space in meditation. I would like to think that God was becoming a reality for me the way it seemed to be for others. But part of me was still not sure that all of this was real. My mind was just too active and skeptical. Maybe this was all just a contact high, a popular delusion, the madness of crowds. Maybe they were just taking me along on their trip.
Despite all the love and light and joy and peace my soul drank in, my little mind was still holding its cards close to its chest, reluctant to surrender to the obvious. Maybe all this God and Guru stuff was just hype, a sales pitch for some whacky cult of soft-headed people. It was all right that they all believed in this, more than all right; but was this really my own experience? My little mind was stubbornly skeptical, unwilling to commit its votes, until. . . .
One evening I was sitting outside the barn on top of the green hill that overlooked the little valley with the three-hole golf course cut out of the forest in the fading light of summer twilight. Long cool shadows lay across the smooth grass. A girl followed by two dogs strolled down to an arched bridge over a little stream. There may have been fireflies winking in the waning light. It was all kind of astral, magical, spacey, that twilight time between day and night when appearances shift and things may not be as they appear. I closed my eyes, getting absorbed in formless meditation. . . .
Suddenly my mind was projected back in space and time, rushing through glowing golden hoops of light, via a time tunnel to when I was six years old in my magic glade in the woods. I was sucked through that time tunnel back to day camp at Beaver Dam, a twisting vortex of luminous hoops that deposited me in a little clearing on the edge of the forest and a field of young plants. That summer, I was sent away for the first time to day camp at Beaver Dam out in Baltimore County. No matter what activities were offered, I loved nothing more than to slip away to this little clearing on the edge of the woods where I could be alone with . . . an awesome, luminous presence that knew me and loved me intimately.
Somehow I had discovered this place, and every day I would steal away to be with my—what? My angel? My soul? Who knows.
That evening I wrote:
Yesterday, gazing down the rolling lawns, trees, cool long shadow, girl and dogs strolling down to the bridge, I felt myself touch on an astral sphere that I often touched when very young . . .
In a subtle way I felt the existence of a psychic tunnel in the reality of sunlight and shadow and the girl and the dogs, waking some youthful fancy . . .
Déjà vu: touching an astral level that has been felt before . . .
It was a moment when I lost myself, lost myself in time and space, lost in the wholeness and the newness of that moment and place, whole in affirmation and mute bliss, so far beyond word or thought it has taken some sixteen years to touch again, beyond the senses but “sensed” almost solely through vision. There was a silence of the senses and an “other fullness,” pure vision. I felt as if I glimpsed the pure geometry of every form and movement at the same time as the thing itself, as an astral trace just beyond . . .
Clearly I am grappling to find language to describe this. Tuning back into that place over the years I have the impression that there was a presence, a being of light, there in that glade, for I would return again and again to that same spot throughout that summer long ago.
In the precise moment that evening in New Hampshire I knew for certain the wholeness I was experiencing now in satsang had been with me all of my life. It had been buried beneath the activity and drama of outer life. I had forgotten all about it until that moment. But in that moment, it all became real, I knew that this wholeness was not just a contact high but a reality I had always known within myself. My life was irrevocably changed.
In that moment, I knew that everything I was experiencing with Ram Dass I had known all along—and had forgotten. I had had no conscious thought of this luminous presence until this spontaneous recall. It meant nothing to me at the time. It simply was. But now I knew with certainty that I had always known this love and this light. My monkey mind surrendered its resistance and allowed itself to know that God is real.
Years later, a friend asked me when I first knew that God is real, and I told 
her this story. Then I asked her when she first knew that God is real and she 
said, “I knew it when I stood up in assembly at Bible camp and declared that 
Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.”
I was astounded by her admission. I would never ever do something like that, let alone make a public statement that conformed to a social religious norm. And yet I could not deny the validity of her experience, or that God had revealed herself in this way. God is certainly not limited to or by my personal experience. And yet it is only through experience that I can know God.
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Recurring dream . . .
I am very small, riding in an enormous elevator in a luxurious gold and maroon gas-lamp hotel, on a joy ride up and down the elevator, playing hide and seek with people who aren’t there . . .
On the upper levels we (the elevator and me) burst out into space in the ether of a glittering steel metropolis, shining skyscrapers, and pure blue sky: I go gliding off into the skyway . . .
[image: image]
One bright sunny day that summer, Sufi dancing came into my life. An energetic Sufi master, Murshid Samuel Lewis, was teaching young people in San Francisco to hold hands, dance, and chant sacred phrases, the holy names of God in the multiple spiritual traditions of humanity, and through this, to experience divine love, joy, and peace in the body. He called it “getting high without drugs.” He was called Sufi Sam and Joy on Legs.
Some of his disciples came to visit us in New Hampshire and invited us to hold hands in a huge circle out on the green lawn in the noonday sun and to walk to the right chanting, 
“Allah, Allah, Allah, Allah . . .” Other simple movements and phrases were introduced as the dancing went on, until I was whirling around, raising my arms and shouting 
“Ya Hayy!” (O Life!), then, lowering my arms, “Ya Haqq!” (O Truth!), spinning out of the circle and falling to the ground in ecstasy as the blue sky turned around like a prayer wheel. I was in bliss.
I immediately went back to my tent and wrote down every movement and chant I could remember, inscribing my first experience in the Dances of Universal Peace.
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Part of this new life was a vegetarian diet and pranayama, building up the power of the breath. Prana, or breath, Ram Dass taught, is the most vital and refined food. He told us stories of yogis and saints who ate no food and lived only on breath. We practiced pranayama, breath exercises, to increase the vitality and radiance of our breath, primarily the controlled hyperventilation of the Breath of Fire.
Summer was coming to a close, and I still had not climbed the mountain I had originally come to New Hampshire to climb. So, I gathered some friends, Peter and Charlene and some others, to hike Franconia Ridge.
“Since breath is the most refined food,” Peter said, “I suggest that 
we keep silence all day and take no food on this hike. Whenever we feel tired we 
will stop and recharge our energy from pranayama practice and nourish our bodies 
with breath.”
We all agreed.
This was an all-day hike up gnarly rocky trails through the dense forest, until we came out above tree line. At first we were stopping, huffing, and puffing to recharge our energy, a lot. To my surprise, the pranayama worked, and we felt no lack of energy all day. Indeed, by the time we were cruising the rocky ridges from peak to shining peak, we were positively blazing with radiant life energy and high-altitude euphoria. Our vitality was not dissipated by talking nor densified by eating. We virtually flew down the mountain as the sun was setting and went straight to a steakhouse for a very un-yogic dinner.
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My life changed suddenly and unexpectedly that summer. Spiritual community and a spiritual path through life opened up to me. I was blessed that both the love and the wisdom that opened me up came from a very pure source. But that fall, I went back to work in the world—to earn enough money to buy a used Volkswagen van that would be my magic carpet.
In the middle of that winter, I went to hear Ram Dass speak at a theater in New York to find out when I could go to yoga camp again. To my disappointment, Ram Dass said that he was not going to do the same thing twice and there would be no yoga camp next summer. But if anyone was interested, he had some friends who were starting a spiritual community in the mountains of New Mexico, and they might need some help. I took that as a directive and wrote to Lama Foundation asking if I could work there for the summer. I later found out that the guys at Lama thought that I was a “wuss” and didn’t want to let me in, but one of the gals there thought I was cute and persuaded them to let me come. Go figure.

[image: image]
2
RESTLESS, 1947–1970
Before all of this I was not what you would call a happy camper. I roamed alone in my car up and down New England from the ocean to the mountains and back and forth across the country in restless, unblessed wanderings, totally driven by feelings that I was totally out of touch with: unease, discomfort, disorientation, dissatisfaction, depression, anxiety, fear, panic, and terror, to name a few. These strange and unsettling inner motions were scarcely covered over by the nonstop motor mouth of my mind babbling sense and nonsense to my delight and dismay.
I was hearing voices all the time. Often it was just automatic scholastic word play. Sometimes it was what I called the singing voice—a quiet but authoritative incantation that whispered to me what seemed to be the most exalted poetry, chanting in slow resonance, repeating the words often enough that I could write them down. Sometimes it was pure, disembodied poetics. Sometimes it was the ranting of an angry, frustrated little boy locked in his room and left to his own devices, the plaints and complaints of infant sorrow so deeply ingrained that I paid them no attention as they had no new information for me. Sometimes the vague murmur of indistinct voices holding indeterminate conversations lay just beyond the threshold of comprehension, talk show subways roaring by each other in the night, radio music fading in and out of hearing, murky movie theme music submerged in the landscape, escaped elevator muzak with no strong emotional or rational content, just a never-ending tide of voices pounding like surf in my head.
Restless, unblessed wanderings through glorious summer days in New England forests, green and gray mountains, mind spinning, whirring, buzzing, voices swarming like bees around a hive, mind opening, reaching, grasping, collecting thoughts, phrases, impressions, reflections, central switchboard swamped with calls from above, beyond, all around, red lights blinking—much noise, little signal, no direction known . . .
                                Fascinated with homelessness, fugitive status, life on the run, run out of time, driving miles without meaning in a rusted-out VW bus, counting the hours in dead heads of cigarettes sucked into the slipstream, driving up nameless country roads to crash out at dead ends beside streams, bogs in the road, nowhere to go, to escape, hopeless hitchhiking on wooded turnpikes as afternoon fades to dusk and dusk to night, absorbing the headlights of hundreds of cars passing me by . . .
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My story starts with my parents, Jack and Mary, who grew up in Towanda, a small town on the Susquehanna River in upstate Pennsylvania. They came of age during the Great Depression. They were married in 1942, just before Jack went off to the war in Germany. After the war they moved downriver to the big city, Baltimore. I was born there on June 23, 1947, at 4:04 a.m., soon followed by my sisters, Lucy and Katherine.
My parents bought a large house in a leafy neighborhood just over the city line to accommodate three rambunctious children. My father had a good job and would rise to become president of the Baltimore Bank for Cooperatives, a branch of the Federal Farm Credit Bank. We children went to the best private schools: Gilman, Bryn Mawr, and Roland Park. I grew up a golden child with all the material advantages.
I have memories of the primal state of unitive consciousness, the infant bliss and wonder that pervaded my early childhood.
I spend endless afternoons in the sky
suckling the light
I am a baby crawling
to sit in the robes of any being of light
who happens to come in through the window
But my actual first memory of this life on Earth is of a being in a lonely, fogged numbness, isolated in a crib in the newborn nursery in the hospital. Either this was residual trauma from previous lives or I was born in the twilight sleep of drugs given to my mother to ease the pain of birth, although she denies it. At any rate, in the beginning there was numbness, loneliness, and abandonment.
I was supposed to be the well-loved golden child. Only after my own son was born, a peaceful happy baby, did I ask my mother what kind of a baby I was.
“Oh, you were a horrible baby,” she said. “You were howling and 
screaming for the first three months of your life!”
Apparently, my mother was doing her best to be a modern mother, 1947 model, 
feeding me formula from a bottle on a rigid schedule. When she finally brought 
her unhappy baby to the doctor to see what was wrong with him, the doctor said, 
“Mary, your baby is hungry. You’re not feeding him enough. Feed him whenever he 
wants.”
She began feeding me on demand and I morphed into a chubby, happy baby.
When I was six, I had a sledding accident and smashed my nose up, resulting in a deviated septum and diminished breath in my right nostril. My mother took me to a Dr. Broyles, who took a lump of radioactive radon, stuck it up my nose, and held it there. He struck a tuning fork and held it to my skull to distract me from the radon disintegrating cartilage and God knows what else inside my head. That was the beginning of my profound distrust of the medical establishment.
Fifty years later I would read that the government at that time was encouraging doctors to treat patients with radioactive materials so that they could study the results.
My mother, for her part, always trusted the good doctors. When she began 
putting on weight after her children were born, her doctor told her, “Mary, you 
need to stop drinking beer and start drinking whiskey. Then you will stop 
putting on weight.”
Grandpa Patterson, my mother’s father, had discovered and patented a chemical that was to become the standard emulsion for X-ray screens until the digital era. He turned this into a business, the Patterson Screen Company, that brought prosperity to his family and his home town, Towanda, Pennsylvania.
When I went to the shoe store as a kid, I could stick my feet into a live X-ray machine, gaze down through a viewer, and see the bones in my feet move as I wiggled my toes. It was a radioactive era.
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The fifties were economically burgeoning, psychologically repressive, and boring, even to me as a child. Remember when the air was clean and sex was dirty? Remember when everybody smoked and nobody was gay? That was the fifties, the era of Betty Crocker home cooking, Ivory Soap to wash your mouth out with, and the Breck Shampoo girls, all very squeaky clean and tidy whitey. I thought the grownups were controlling, repressive, and most of all, tedious. I mean, how long can you talk about road conditions and the weather and people I’ve never heard of and expect me to sit still and listen?
Sit still. Don’t squirm. Little children should be seen and not heard. Little children are blank slates to be written on, little savages to be tamed.
My parents grew up in the Great Depression. I grew up in the Great Repression. Even as a child, I knew I didn’t fit in. I knew I was someone and they thought I was no one. My mother Mary was indulgent and permissive, while my father Jack could be harsh and punitive. My father had just gotten out of the army and liked to run his household in a military fashion. Discipline and obedience were primary virtues.
When we were little children, Lucy and Katherine and I would play all day, building all sorts of forts and castles in the backyard or in the basement and playing all sorts of fantasy roles. If they were Bugs Bunny and Porky Pig, I was Elmer Fudd. If we got too loud or wild or disobedient, my mother would always say, “Just wait until your father gets home. You’d better behave yourselves when your father gets home.” And sure enough, the minute we heard his car pull into the driveway, we knew we had to quiet down or face the wrath of Jack. We were terrified of his angry outbursts.
If I was too energized to settle down, if I was too enthused and out of control, I would be locked in my room to cry and rage, yell and scream, protesting the unfairness of the way I was being treated, until I calmed down enough to join the family for dinner. Eventually hunger won out over my offended dignity.
Our family table was formal, polite, and cool. Hot food but no heart warmth. Everything was chill enough to make you shudder. My enduring image of childhood in the fifties is a huge, gleaming white, quietly humming Frigidaire refrigerator. As I would later sing to some faraway lady:
With your cocaine eyes
and your misty twisty hair
your soul grows like an orchid
in this frigid air
Your laughter flows like warm wind
through these gardens under ice I’m falling
through the mirrors
that are buried behind your eyes
My father sat at the head of the dinner table and commandeered the conversation. He would ask each one of us about our day at school and then hold forth on economics, politics, history, business—all the things children need to know. No doubt it was well intended, but dinner time was like being trapped in a lecture hall. We three children would grow restless and fidgety, exchanging nudges and glances and kicks under the table. Sometimes we would start giggling, simmering with repressed mirth, and we just couldn’t help it—we all burst forth in gales of laughter, my mother included, that we could not control. My father would get very angry, grow red in the face, get up, and leave the table.
As a teenager, I became sensitive to all manner of historical undercurrents that had no place in the family conversation. Sitting in the backyard and sipping cocktails with the family on a warm summer evening, bored out of my gourd, I slipped into the sunlight glittering behind the shady trees and dreamed of the blood of the native people drenching the land, slaughtered so that we might possess it. I smelled the sweat and blood of the enslaved people whose labor made this land fruitful. I was aware of all the human beings who had been sacrificed so that my family could sit here, sipping cocktails.
Maples pale and blouse full with twilight
Leaves like white waters cascade green
above the cocktail hour
(our glacial smiles cracking melting and mixing
in this deep narcotic dream
this purple rose of the deeps beyond the beach)
Eyeless fish shimmer in the leaves
Gossip embers in the grass and dusk lurches
ash away with us
Home through the falling blue shacks
where crazed slaves prophesy blood and molasses
Home through the call of a toucan sundown
Home to the mountains of the moon
where blacks strip down distance in shadows of sunfish
where with jubilant hands drugged as flamingos
we dowse for lovers in the drums
three rainy suns
That’s me and my sisters: three rainy suns.
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Prep school in the early sixties. I was saturated with all sorts of stimulating information, ideas, and images I had no idea what to do with. Transcendentalism, existentialism, surrealism—what was that all about? The history we studied was nothing but an endless succession of battles, conquests, dynasties, and empires—what was that all about? I excelled in the study of ancient Greek and Latin—but what was that all about? I shared my enthusiasms and confusions with my father, who shook his head and told me I was crazy.
I did my senior research paper on Friedrich Nietzsche. Getting into the spirit, my senior speech was brilliant exhortation and expostulation, yelling about the coming superman before a placid auditorium of bored boys in coats and ties. What was that all about?
My first hint of the generation gap came when my father was driving us up through sleepy rural Pennsylvania on the way to visit the grandparents. He was driving his brand-new black DeSoto sedan. It must have been 1956. I must have been nine years old. Here I am, nodding off with my sisters in the back seat when this song comes on the radio like a house on fire:
“Rat tat tat, tat tattat, ta—You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, cryin’ all the time 
” It was Elvis!
Click! My father turned off the radio, muttering, “Work of the devil!” 
And that was that.
I went to see the Beatles in the Baltimore Civic Center (basketball arena) in 1964. The hysterical pandemonium of yelling and screaming girls was so cacophonous that I couldn’t even hear what songs they were playing, the little ants on the stage. What was that all about?
Baltimore had seven radio stations, three of which played white pop music, bubblegum music, and four that played black soul music. I loved the soul music and the jivin’ DJs. I fell in love with passionate, ecstatic, heartbreaking soul music, full of rampant emotions that had no place in my actual everyday life. I would listen to soul music turned up loud while playing pool with myself in the basement of my parents’ house. It was like I was stranded on a tiny desert island with no way to reach the brightly lit party ships cruising by.
I excelled at academics, sucked at sports, and had no idea what I wanted to do when I grew up. I kept looking at my father, trying to understand what it was to be a man, what a man did in the real world. I knew my father was the president of a bank. I knew he lent money to farm cooperatives, but I had no idea what that meant. He would take long business trips away from home, visiting orchards and vineyards and mushroom farms, coming home with cartons of applesauce and grape juice. I always wondered if he had some other woman he was seeing in those long times away from home. Although I eventually concluded that he lacked the passion necessary for love affairs, I still wonder.
But what I really wanted to know was what he did every day while we were in school. I kept on pestering him, demanding to see him at his workplace, until one day he took the whole family down to see his office on the second floor of a gray downtown bank building. He led us through the workplace where a dozen men and women worked away on handwritten ledgers with mechanical calculators, and into his private office. He shut the door and all was quiet. His desk was completely bare, with nothing but a telephone and a family picture on it. I was astounded. Was this what my father did—sit at an empty desk all day while everyone else did the work? What was that all about?
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My musical heritage was limited. There was one blessed week when I was three years old and had to stay with my Welsh grandmother who delighted in singing nursery rhymes and lullabies like a bright yellow bird in the morning of my life. Other than that, no one in my family ever sang a note except when standing and singing Protestant hymns loudly and out of tune in a congregation that bellowed like a barn full of distressed cattle. I never could find the right note to sing because no one else could. I became convinced that I could not sing anything other than “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall” with the boys at summer camp.
My mother did insist that my sisters and I take piano lessons, starting me at age eight. It was invaluable to learn how to read music and how to play piano from sheet music at an early age. It was an intellectual exercise in hand-eye coordination. Rhythm was mechanical adherence to a metronome. I was not taught how to listen or how to hear. It was strictly the reproduction of written music.
After the introductory exercises, I was taught to play simple classical piano music, including Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, and Mozart, and then more complex classical piano music. Next came piano recitals and then I rebelled. I hated this music. I had not been taught to listen to music, so the only music I heard were the notes coming out of my fingers. I hated this music.
I persuaded my mother to find a piano teacher who would teach me to play pop music—our church organist, as it turned out. He did teach me to play pop songs, stride bass, and boogie-woogie. The high point of my time with him was a rock-and-roll passion play staged in the church sanctuary with me happily pounding away on the piano while Jesus suffered.
Unfortunately, the piano at home shared a wall with my father’s den, and my passionate pounding away on the piano was a source of constant irritation to him. He would repeatedly storm out into the living room and demand that I quiet down or quit playing, which set up a passive-aggressive dynamic. Passionately pounding on the keyboard, doing what I loved, was a way of getting back at my father. But ultimately his wrath prevailed and my musical testosterone was repressed. Hermetic, I would only play music if no one was listening.
I came to feel as contained by song structure as I had been by classical sheet music. I was like a hamster in a wheel running through the same songs over and over again. I wanted to sing but I didn’t know how and didn’t think I could. I wanted to be free to improvise on song structure.
My last piano teacher was a cocktail lounge jazz pianist, who taught me the basic elements of jazz improvisation. This was liberating at first, but ultimately also confining, as the written course material we were using soon plunged me into endless complex harmonic chord progressions that I had to learn. It was all mind and no heart, like the rest of my life.
The piano keyboard became a prison. I wanted to be free of confinement in all these musical forms. I wanted to play the music I loved. I blamed all my teachers.
At age sixteen I stopped playing piano and got a nylon-string classical guitar. I vowed that I would never let anyone teach me anything about playing guitar. That was how I felt I had to do it. I would come to my music on my own or not at all.
Slowly, slowly, I taught myself how to play basic chords and practiced enough that I could keep up some simple rhythms. I croaked away, singing simple folk songs like “Blowin’ in the Wind” to my lame accompaniment. It wasn’t much, but at least I was on my own, free of the learnin’ prison.
[image: image]
I always had a lot of energy of a certain kind. There were times when I was a child that my energy was too much for my parents to take, and I would get shut up in my room. I loved to escape into the woods and realms of fantasy. At kindergarten, when it was nap time, I could never go to sleep. I was restless and fidgety. The teacher said to me, “If you can’t take a nap like everybody else, then I have an activity for you to do.” She took me into the boiler room in the basement of the school next to the kindergarten and showed me a big pile of newspapers. She said, “You can rip these up until you are exhausted.” I really enjoyed ripping those newspapers to shreds day after day.
At summer camp, I could never go to sleep when it was nap time, so I lay on my bunk and wrote in my diary and read my books. My counselor identified me as an intellectual.
I began keeping a diary as soon as I could write, at age five or six, in a little brown five-year diary with a teensy lock on it. I always started out “Today” with a colon. At first, at least half the time, it was “Today: Nothing happened.” I recorded only external events, nothing about my feelings. But I was very devoted to writing every day.
By the time I was in high school, I was keeping a daily journal with many pages a day devoted to the agony and ecstasy of adolescence, all my burning feelings enhanced with mild profanity and all the things I would never ever tell my parents. I even went as far as filling a notebook with the narrative of my first love, in which Laura herself wrote the middle portion.
This all ended abruptly one
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